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The third transnational workshop organized within the scope of the WINS project took place on the 30th 

of November 2021, via Zoom.   

The event was attended by more than 60 people and featured academics, business leaders, politicians, 

cooperative members, representatives of the NGO sector, other social economy actors and trade 

unionists from across Europe.  

The workshop was opened by Pedro Blazquez, project manager at COCETA, who provided a brief 

presentation of the project. Next to speak were Mirjana Ivanuša, Secretary general at ASES, and Luca 

Pastorelli, Executive president of Diesis Network. The former presented the ways in which ASES is trying to 

further economic democracy in Slovenia, while the latter introduced the topic of economic democracy 

as related to social economy and expressed hope and confidence that the EU’s next action plan to 

support the social economy will be more centered around the topic of entrepreneurship in the context 

of social economy. 

The first part of the workshop, titled Economic democracy and social entrepreneurship for the EU, was 

kicked off by a presentation of Romuald Jagodziński, researcher at ETUI, on the attitude of trade unions 

towards financial participation of employees. Jagodziński highlighted the many benefits of financial 

participation of employees, not only for employees themselves, but also for companies and society as 

a whole. He went on to explain that the fear of seeing the fundamental division between capital and 

labor being blurred has historically made trade unions reluctant to support financial participation of 

employees and more prone to focus on the protection of wages. In conclusion, Jagodziński presented 

the position of the European federation of trade unions on employee financial participation. According 
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to ETUC, financial participation of employees must be embedded in a whole system of workers’ 

involvement at all levels. It should be open to all workers inside the company, respect the principle of 

gender equality and provide additional income to workers – not substitute fair pay. Unions, which prefer 

collective ownership of shares in a trust as opposed to individual ownership, want to have an active role 

in developing employee financial participation schemes.   

 

The second presentation was given by Tej Gonza, director of the Institute for Economic Democracy (IED). 

He began by providing a definition of economic democracy consistent with democratic theory 

according to which employees are entitled to the right to the product and the right to corporate 

governance. He then presented the US Employee Share Ownership Plan (ESOP) employee buyout 

scheme. While ESOP has proven to be a highly effective tool for including employees in the ownership 

structure – ESOPs employ roughly 10% of the private sector workforce in the United States –, it does not 

grant democratic representation and presents other shortcomings – skewed incentives and high set-up 

and transaction costs among others. After discussing the strengths and weaknesses of the scheme, 

Gonza presented a modified (and simplified) version he co-developed in accordance with democratic 

principles – the Generic and Democratic ESOP for Europe – which, among other things, ties governance 

rights to employment status, regularly redistributes employees’ shares, and discourages sell outs.  

 

Shifting the focus onto Slovenia, Mirsad Begić talked about the Slovenian legislation on employee rights 

to consultation and information. The EU normative environment explicitly calls for the respect of these 

rights, there being several directives in favor of workers’ involvement in decision making. On this front, 

Slovenia is among the countries with the most developed legislative frameworks. Nevertheless, these 

rights are still not granted in the public sector. Begić expressed concern over ‘organized employer 

irresponsibility’, the proliferation of precariousness, the conservative reforms to legislation and the 

widespread social apathy. He also believes the reforms to the national legislation advocated by the 

Slovenian Employers’ Association would undermine the employees’ right to co-management and reflect 

a profound lack of understanding of and even opposition to employee co-management. 

 

Luka Mesec, coordinator of the Slovenian party Levica, argued that traditional left-wing economic 

policy cannot successfully confront the challenges posed by today’s globalized capitalism. As capital 

can no longer be disciplined within national borders and unions are losing power, new strategies are 

needed to successfully tackle economic inequality and create a more socially just economy. Mesec 

argues that among these, workers’ ownership appears to be the most viable, since its benefits are 

recognized across the ideological spectrum. Levica expects to be part of the next Slovenian 

government and is committed to promoting workers’ ownership in collaboration with the civil society 

and the academic world. 

 

The third part of the workshop, titled Economic democracy models and the EU, was focused on good 

practices from across Europe. Isabella Berardi from Cooperazione Finanza Impresa (CFI) described the 

functioning of the Italian Marcora Law, which came into force in 1985. As a result of the law, more than 

300 companies in crisis – be it because of insolvency or succession problems – have been saved through 

workers’ buyouts (WBOs). In Italy, beneficiaries of unemployment benefits are allowed to capitalize in a 
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lump-sum the benefits they are entitled to in order to establish a cooperative enterprise. In addition to 

this, CFI, the institutional investor established by the law, grants soft loans and equity capital to WBOs 

and provides them with technical assistance. Importantly, crucial to the success of the Marcora 

framework is also the presence of a strong cooperative movement. 

 

On the basis of the Italian Marcora Law, the Institute for Economic Democracy developed a Marcora 

for Europe. It was presented by Gregor Berkopec, who began by highlighting the many benefits 

associated with WBOs. These include: the preservation jobs, the modernization of production, the rise in 

competitiveness, as well as the anchoring of ownership in local communities. He went on to explain 

some of the technicalities of the proposal and clarify some misconceptions regarding WBOs, like the fact 

that in WBOs workers buy the assets of a company, and not the company itself. In conclusion, Berkopec 

talked about the difference between the Italian Marcora Law and the Marcora for Europe. In the former, 

the soft loans, the equity capital and the capitalized unemployment benefits are used to finance the 

cooperative, which then buys out the assets of the company in distress. This makes the company 

susceptible to financial distress. In the Marcora for Europe, the cooperative, which is used to maintain 

employee-ownership, establishes a limited liability company where the state participates as an equity 

investor and to which the soft loans are given. 

 

The last part of the workshop began with a presentation given by Avelino Gonzales from the Numax 

cooperative on the main challenges of becoming a member of a worker cooperative. Gonzales listed 

some of the main motivations for becoming a worker-owner as well as the main barriers one might 

encounter along the way, namely having to make a financial contribution, not having enough 

knowledge of management and cooperativism, acquiring a commitment beyond work and 

anticipating interpersonal conflict. There are various tools which can be used to overcome these barriers. 

As far as the financial aspect is concerned, there are the capitalization of unemployment benefits, the 

provision of regional government grants, flexibility in internal deadlines and loans from entities of the 

social economy. Other ways to overcome these barriers include having clear and manageable internal 

rules and delegating the task of supervising the process to some members of the cooperative. Moreover, 

there should be the possibility of a trial period and a compulsory training in cooperative matters. 

 

The workshop was concluded by Anna Fornasiero, vice-president and human-resource manager at 

Idealservice. Idealservice is a worker-owned cleaning company with around 3800 workers-owners, which 

has grown substantially over the last decades. Fornasiero, who became part of the cooperative when 

there were around 500 workers-members, first-handedly experienced how challenging it is to keep the 

cooperative spirit alive as a company grows in size and expands geographically. She described her 

organization’s efforts to improve engagement via surveys, structured interviews and various educational 

tools, including handbooks, presentation videos, etc. Idealservice also introduced a Community 

Agreement, a sort of code of conduct which must be respected by all employees and which is also 

handed out to all business partners. The organization actively promotes the respect of the agreement 

by appointing ‘facilitators’, namely people tasked with the promotion of the Community agreement. 

Moreover, the most ingenious improvements to the Community Agreement are rewarded during the 

general assembly. 
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The meeting ended at 1.00pm. 

 

Written by Kosta Juri 

Corrections by Sebastjan Pikl 

  

 


